[Polyunsaturated fatty acids: omega-3 in child development].
The understanding of the role of lipids has made major advances following the identification, by George and Mildred Burr, of so-called "essential fatty acids", i.e. linoleic acid (LA) and alpha-linolenic acid (ALA). LA is supplied by animal and vegetal fats, while ALA reaches higher levels in breastmilk, fish, and olive oil. For both LA and ALA, the human body depends exclusively on the dietary supply. These lipids play a major role as structural components of cell membranes, in particular of neurons, nerves, myelinated sheath, retina, vessels, heart, and blood cells; moreover, they act as precursors of several short-life compounds with hormone-like action: prostaglandins, prostacylins, thromboxanes, leukotriens, all with a regulatory effect on several cell functions, and on cholesterol pathway. It has been suggested a "health programming" role for food, due to the impact of the type of feeding on the subsequent neuromotor development, learning abilities, behavior, metabolism, blood pressure, bone mineralization, and degenrative diseases. This is the consequence of changes of the genomic expression, with a guided clone selection. This is in line with the "imprinting hypothesis" proposed by K. Lorenz (1973 Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine), who suggested that stimulations at a particular age may drive animal behavior for the rest of their life.